
How epoch-making an event was
World War II? In particular, fifty
years after the close of that con-
flict—and several years after the

end of the Cold War—can we still compre-
hend the great wartime strategic and opera-
tional debates between the principal West-
ern Allies, the United States and Great
Britain, and the ponderous import imputed
to them, both at the time and in controver-
sies among historians in the intervening
decades?

After all, from Chester Wilmot’s forma-
tive analysis of inter-allied controversy in his
1952 The Struggle for Europe onward,1 percep-
tions of the relative wisdom or unwisdom of
American versus British strategic and opera-
tional designs hinged upon the question of
which took better into account the post-war
Soviet threat to the security of democratic
interests in Europe, and which was better
calculated to counter that threat. Yet now
the peril from the East has largely evapo-
rated, and the rapid collapse of the Soviet
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Union in 1991 suggests that the substance of
the peril was never so great as the Kremlin’s

bristling facade led us to fear.
So how much did it matter
whether it was the Americans
or the British who during the
hot war of 1939–45 more accu-
rately foresaw the Cold War?

Wilmot set the terms for
historical analysis of the Anglo-
American strategic and opera-

tional debates. According to his version of
the war in Europe, the United States had to
provide most of the muscle for the defeat of
Germany, but the British provided most of
the experienced judgment in international
affairs that realized the desirability of tailor-
ing the conduct of the war not to military
expediency alone but to considerations of
the post-war balance of power. Unfortu-
nately for the interests of the West, the
diplomatically and strategically sophisti-
cated British—especially Prime Minister
Winston Churchill—proved unable to over-
come the naive insistence of the Ameri-
cans—in particular, President Franklin Roo-
sevelt—on military strategy and operations
which aimed at head-on assault of the
enemy’s Fortress Europe. The dual unhappy
consequences of this situation were that the
absence of Allied military subtlety probably
prolonged the war, and that the inflexible
focus on northwest Europe led to the sacri-
fice of opportunities to thwart Soviet expan-
sionism elsewhere on the continent. There-
fore, the Iron Curtain clanked down deep in
central Europe.

An American rebuttal soon took shape,
especially in two volumes published in the
official United States Army in World War II se-
ries, Strategic Planning for Coalition Warfare,
1941–1942 by Maurice Matloff and Edwin
M. Snell, and Strategic Planning for Coalition
Warfare, 1943–1944 by Maurice Matloff.2 Pri-
marily devoted to strategy as their titles indi-
cate, but with consideration of operational
decisions as well, both volumes argued that
the American insistence on a direct strategy
of the earliest possible cross-Channel assault

against Germany was not merely an expres-
sion of an American military tradition based
on large-scale wealth and power and there-
fore favoring head-on confrontation as the
most expeditious way to swift victory. The
rebuttal indicated also that U.S. strategists,
including military leaders, were not politi-
cally naive, but rather were thoroughly
aware of the political implications of mili-
tary actions. For that reason the Americans
regarded a prompt Allied return to northern
Europe as the best way of curbing Soviet ex-
pansion in the most valuable area of Europe,
the industrial, urban northwest. In contrast,
the British preference for peripheral nibbling
at the German empire, especially in the
Mediterranean, would have taken Anglo-
American forces into military and political
dead ends.

The lines of historical controversy over
American direct versus British peripheral
strategy and operations having become set
early in the post-war years, the terms of the
controversy became altered subsequently
only in detail. Another official historian,
James M. Leighton, argued that the wartime
divisions between the Western Allies were
not so wide as the historians made them
seem and that greater emphasis should be
placed on the essential and remarkable unity
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of the Anglo-American alliance;3 but that
view did not deter a continuing focus on
wartime disputes rather than agreements,
partly no doubt because disputes are more

interesting, but mainly be-
cause the depths of the strate-
gic and operational disagree-
ments were profound in spite
of all that bound the Allies to-
gether. The controversy did
not always follow national
alignments. A British histo-
rian, Michael Howard, was
one of the first to argue that

the strategies of both allies had to be forced
by wartime pressures into pursuit of what
was expedient and possible, an argument
that undermined the idea of a consistent
Churchillian world view as the foundation
of British strategy.4 Such vicissitudes aside,
however, the commemorations of D-Day last
year found the lines of historical controversy
remarkably unchanged.5

A corollary to the disputes over the
strategy of the cross-Channel invasion has
boiled up over the operational issues of the
campaign in northwest Europe following
June 6, 1944. Here the British contention
has been that the Americans’ unsubtle,

head-on assault approach to warmaking per-
sisted after the Overlord invasion at the in-
sistence of the American Supreme Comman-
der, Allied Expeditionary Force, General
Dwight Eisenhower on a broad-front offen-
sive from France into the Low Countries and
Germany. The British alternative, a narrow
thrust into Germany proposed by General
Sir Bernard Montgomery, would allegedly
not only have ended the war earlier, but by
doing so would have limited the westward
extension of Soviet power and thereby
strengthened the post-war geopolitical posi-
tion of the West. Thus Chester Wilmot ar-
gued on behalf of superior British opera-
tional wisdom in his early post-war book,
and again he set the terms of an enduring
controversy.6 (Of course there is an internal
contradiction in the British arguments. If it
was so vital to conduct the European cam-
paign after the cross-Channel invasion with
the utmost dispatch, why was it not simi-
larly important to launch the invasion with
dispatch in the first place?)

Once again the American rebuttal has
taken the form of arguments that, in spite of
British experience, it was British soldiers at
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the time and British historians later who
have been unrealistic in both military and
policy assessments. Montgomery’s proposals
for a narrow-thrust invasion of Germany in
the autumn of 1944 have been subjected to
logistical analysis and found impractical in
terms of Allied capabilities to support them.7

The narrow thrust, moreover, would not
have been all that narrow, or it would have
had no chance of wielding enough force to
win. Montgomery had contemplated an of-
fensive by some forty divisions, employing
the U.S. First and Ninth Armies as well as the
British Second and the Canadian First.8 With
the great Belgian port of Antwerp not open

to Allied shipping until
November 28—because of
Montgomery’s neglect in
clearing passage to it from
the North Sea after troops
of British 30 Corps had en-
tered it on September 4—

supplies still had to reach the front largely
from Normandy, and the ability to sustain a
forty-division punch into Germany much
beyond the Rhine was simply nonexistent
until Antwerp had been in full utility at least
for several weeks.9

More than that, Eisenhower offered
Montgomery every reasonable opportunity to
execute his narrow-thrust design, and Mont-
gomery’s carping that Eisenhower did not
and that the Supreme Commander failed to

understand a sound opera-
tional plan bespoke an ex-
treme of ingratitude that
was unhappily all too
characteristic of the British
commander. To permit
Montgomery to attempt
Operation Market Garden,
the airborne-plus-overland
drive to the Rhine bridges
at Arnhem in the Nether-
lands launched on Sep-
tember 17, Eisenhower’s
Supreme Headquarters Al-
lied Expeditionary Force
allotted to Montgomery’s
21 Army Group the lion’s
share of Allied logistical
support and the theater’s
only reserve force, the
First Allied Airborne Army.
The only support that

Eisenhower did not proffer was a complete
curtailment of fuel to the armies on the Allies’
southern flank, the Third U.S. and, as Sixth
Army Group arrived from southern France, the
Seventh U.S. and First French. Montgomery
proposed that to fully support a narrow-thrust
offensive, the southern armies should be
grounded, at least as far as support other than
from southern French ports was concerned. To
have done so would have virtually paralyzed
the Third Army under Lieutenant General
George Patton just as the enemy was about to
launch a new concentration of Panzer forces to
precipitate the largest-scale tank battles in the
West thus far, the counterattacks in Lorraine
on September 19–29. The Germans initiated
these counterstrokes because they believed
that the aggressive Patton, not Montgomery,
posed the most severe threat. If Patton had
been unable to maneuver in riposte, the level
of the ensuing disaster would have been incal-
culable. Eisenhower had provided the single-
thrust design all the support it was safe to give.
To have followed Montgomery’s complete pre-
scription would have been folly.10

In any event it is hard to imagine how a
more rapid Western push into Germany in the
autumn of 1944 could have substantially al-
tered the post-war balance between East and
West. The boundaries of the occupation zones
in Germany had been drawn in early 1944,
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when the Western armies had yet to land in
northern Europe. The zonal boundaries had
therefore anticipated that the Red Army
would march deep into central Europe before
the war ended. Even with the lateness of the
cross-Channel invasion, and in spite of the
failure to defeat Germany in autumn 1944
with a narrow thrust or by other means, the
American forces eventually penetrated far into
the prospective Soviet occupation zone. U.S.
troops withdrew from much of Saxony and
Thuringle after the war (two-fifths of what was
to be the Soviet zone) to the zonal boundaries.
A yet deeper penetration of the Soviet zone
would have led to the same result.

The zonal boundaries drawn in February
1944 had placed Berlin inside the Soviet zone,
although the German capital was to be occu-
pied by the Allied powers, each with its minia-
ture zone corresponding to a larger zone
within the country. Roosevelt drew up his
own occupation plan in 1943, proposing a
large American zone in the northwest, the
most strategically and economically impor-
tant part of Germany, rather than in the
southwest, to which the Americans were even-
tually relegated largely because their forces en-
tered Germany on the right flank, south of
the British. But in Roosevelt’s plan, the Ameri-
can sector of Germany would have met the
Soviet sector at Berlin, reaching the city di-
rectly. The final zonal boundaries were drawn
principally by the British and the Soviets with
American acquiescence when Roosevelt had
grown sick and distracted. After these bound-
aries placed Berlin inside the Soviet zone, even
the prospect of a Western capture of Berlin be-
came relatively unimportant.11

The British would have liked to have en-
tered the German capital first as a final stim-
ulus to their waning prestige, although they
had had much to do with placing the city
outside the Western zonal boundaries. The
Ninth U.S. Army would have enjoyed the
distinction of taking Berlin since it nearly
came within its grasp. But such visions as-
sumed that the Germans would go on fight-
ing the Red Army much more seriously than
they resisted the Western Allies in the last
days of the war even with their capital as the
prize, which was not necessarily so. Eisen-
hower decided instead that Berlin was not

worth the risk of high casualties if it could
not be permanently retained. He thought it
was worth more to placate the evident mis-
conceptions and distrust of the Soviets and
thus to do his part to head off a cold war fol-
lowing the hot war. The futility of such a
hope as demonstrated by subsequent devel-
opments does not make his decision a bad
one under the circumstances.12

Altogether, then, there is no good rea-
son to believe that the conduct of the cam-
paign from Normandy to the Elbe made any
significant difference in the post-war balance
of power between the Soviet Union and the
West. No variants on Eisenhower’s strategy
and operations could have made the post-
war Western position appreciably stronger or
the Soviet position much weaker. In any
event, Eisenhower gave the British and par-
ticularly Montgomery every reasonable op-
portunity to test their prescriptions for a
more rapid Western advance.

But did the end of the Cold War not im-
pose on all these grand old controversies
about American versus British strategic and
operational designs the stale flavor of anti-
quarianism, of irrelevance to the world of
the 1990s? What did it matter how much of
Europe the Soviet Union came to dominate
by 1945 when the Soviet system of Eastern
European satellites was to collapse in 1989
and the Soviet Union itself was to perish two
years later?

It mattered a great deal for almost half a
century, and it created a dangerous world in
which the outcome now so gratifying to the
West was not assured. Whatever circum-
stances aggravated bad feeling between the
communist bloc and the West from 1945 to
1991 enhanced the possibility of nuclear
war. That such a war did not occur by no
means signifies that the peril was never real.
The delay of two-and-a-half years between
the U.S. entry into World War II in Decem-
ber 1941 and the ultimate execution of the
central design of American strategy, the
cross-Channel invasion, as late as June 1944
did more than any other aspect of the war to
exacerbate Soviet suspicions of the West and
thus assured there would be a cold war with
its corollary danger of nuclear conflict. If a
more prompt cross-Channel invasion could
merely have mitigated Soviet distrust of the
West, rather than allaying it altogether, such
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a more likely scenario would still have re-
duced peril in the post-1945 world in pro-
portion to the degree to which suspicion was
mitigated.

And if nothing at all the West could
have done during the war could have sub-

stantially affected post-war
Soviet attitudes because
paranoia was too deeply
engrained in both Russian
and Soviet history, then it
yet remains true that an
earlier cross-Channel inva-

sion should have carried the Western armies
deeper into Europe by V-E Day. They most
likely would have reached Berlin, thus
strengthening the West in the post-war po-
litical balance and, perhaps most important,

diluting the arrogance with which the Sovi-
ets came to regard themselves as the main
actors in the defeat of Germany. That result
should have also diluted the Soviet denigra-
tion of Western military prowess that consis-
tently tempted Moscow toward adventurism
during the Cold War years.

Our understanding of the truth about
the respective merits of American and British
policy, strategy, and military operations dur-
ing the war matters because the architects of
the British version of history persuaded
many American soldiers and policymakers to
accept their interpretation which injured the
self-confidence of U.S. leaders during the
Cold War and later. Americans struggled dur-
ing the Cold War under the burden of be-
lieving that lack of wisdom in their hot war
strategy and operations had much to do
with creating Cold War predicaments. Of
course they carried their Cold War cam-
paigns to a successful conclusion. But a surer
confidence that American decisions had
rested on a foundation of sound and wise
policy, strategy, and operational art during
the war might have generated an assertive-
ness and optimism that could have made
U.S. post-war policies even more successful
and conceivably have brought the Cold War
to an earlier end.

The truth about policy, strategy, and op-
erations in World War II is that U.S. military
and political leaders conducted the war with
a soundness and maturity of judgment that
were enviable, admirable, and in light of the
genuine limitations of American experience,
extraordinary. Rarely in history have a na-
tion’s military chiefs who began a war been
so numerous in remaining in charge until
the conclusion, with so few setbacks and so
consistent a pattern of success along the
way. Rarely have a nation’s policymakers
kept their eyes so firmly fixed on the appro-
priate objects of warfare and so ably adjusted
military strategy to serve all policy objec-
tives: the correct intention to defeat the Axis
powers so completely and leave them so ut-
terly malleable in Allied hands that there
could be a virtual guarantee that neither
Germany nor Japan could threaten the secu-
rity of the world again; the persistent pursuit
of partnerships and agreements that would
lead to a post-war era conducive to U.S. and
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global economic prosperity and to reason-
able safety for political democracy; the rejec-
tion whenever America’s allies permitted of
military strategies of mere short-run expedi-
ence that would not contribute to the Na-
tion’s long-term interest.

Fifty years on it is long past time for us to
recognize the wisdom of American policy-
making, strategic planning, and operational
direction during World War II, and to draw
from that acknowledgment a self-confident
assertiveness to fit U.S. leadership responsibil-
ities in the post-Cold War world. JFQ

N O T E S

1 Chester Wilmot, The Struggle for Europe (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1952). His influence is critiqued in
Maurice Matloff, “Wilmot Revisited: Myth and Reality
in Anglo-American Strategy for the Second Front,” in
Theodore A. Wilson, editor, D-Day 1944 (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1994), pp. 3–23, 340–41.
Also bringing the historiography up to date in the same
volume are Alex Danchev, “Biffing: The Saga of the Sec-
ond Front,” pp. 24–41, 341–45, and Gerhard L. Wein-
berg, “D-Day: Analysis of Costs and Benefits,” pp.
317–18, 389–90.

2 Maurice Matloff and Edwin M. Snell, Strategic Plan-
ning for Coalition Warfare, 1941–1942. United States in
World War II (Washington: Office of the Chief of Mili-
tary History, 1953); and Maurice Matloff, Strategic Plan-
ning for Coalition Warfare, 1943–1944, United States Army
in World War II (Washington: Office of the Chief of Mili-
tary History, 1959).

3 This view is offered by Kent Roberts Greenfield in
American Strategy in World War II: A Reconsideration (Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1963), es-
pecially “Elements of Coalition Strategy,” pp. 3–23,
122–24; and “American and British Strategy: How Much
Did They Differ?” pp. 24–48, 124–26. Also James M.
Leighton, “Overlord Revisited: An Interpretation of
American Strategy in the European War, 1942–1944,”
The American Historical Review, vol. 67, no. 4 (July 1963),
pp. 919–37. Leighton also helps inform Richard M.
Leighton and Robert W. Coakley, Global Logistics and
Strategy, 1940–1943, United States in World War II (Wash-
ington: Office of the Chief of Military History, 1955),
and Richard M. Leighton and Robert W. Coakley, Global
Logistics and Strategy, 1943–1945, United States Army in
World War II (Washington: Office of the Chief of Mili-
tary History, 1968).

4 Michael Howard, The Mediterranean Strategy in the
Second World War (New York, Washington: Frederick A.
Praeger, 1968).

5 In addition to the works cited in note 2, see the
overviews of the historiography of the war’s strategy
(though not written specifically for the 50th anniversary
observances) in David Reynolds et al., editors, Allies at
War: The Soviet, American, and British Experience,
1939–1945 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), particu-
larly Alex Danchev, “Great Britain: The Indirect Strat-
egy,” pp. 1–26, and Mark A. Stoler, “The United States:
The Global Strategy,” pp. 55–78.

6 See note 1. On the impact of operational decisions
on the post-war world, many of the same arguments ad-
vanced by Wilmot are put forth by Hubert Essame in
The Battle for Germany (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1969).

7 The best succinct analysis is found in Martin van
Creveld, Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein to Pat-
ton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977), pp.
216–30. See also Roland G. Ruppenthal, Logistical Sup-
port of the Armies. vol. 2, Logistical Limitations as the Ar-
biter of Tactical Planning. United States Army in World War
II (Washington: Office of the Chief of Military History,
1953–59), pp. 3–21.

8 Sir Bernard L. Montgomery, The Memoirs of Field-
Marshal the Viscount Montgomery of Alamwin, K.G. (New
York: The World Publishing Company, 1958), pp.
239–42; Wilmot, Struggle for Europe, pp. 489–90, 528–31,
533–36; Charles B. MacDonald, The Siegfried Line Cam-
paign. The European Theater of Operations. United States
Army in World War II (Washington: Office of the Chief
of Military History, 1963), pp. 8–10.

9 For the entry into Antwerp by the 11th Armoured
Division, see Wilmot, Struggle for Europe, p. 474; the date
is confirmed by Ruppenthal in Logistical Support, vol. 2,
p. 48, and MacDonald in Siegfried Line Campaign, p. 207.
For the opening of the port, see ibid., p. 229; Rup-
penthal, Logistical Support, vol. 2, p. 110. For its impor-
tance, ibid., pp. 13–14, 109–16.

10 For Eisenhower’s support to Montgomery and
Market Garden, see Ruppenthal, Logistical Support, vol.
2, pp. 8–15, and MacDonald, Siegfried Line Campaign,
pp. 8–10, 119–23, 127–29. For the battles in Lorraine,
see Hugh M. Cole, The Lorraine Campaign. The European
Theater of Operations. United States Army in World War II
(Washington: Historical Division, Department of the
Army, 1950), “The German Counterattack in the XII
Corps Sector (19 September–1 October),” pp. 209–55.

11 On occupation zones see Gerhard L. Weinberg, A
World at War: A Global History of World War II (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 793–95,
804, 829–30; Cornelius Ryan, The Last Battle (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1966), pp. 141–61; and on Roo-
sevelt’s plan, Weinberg, A World at Arms, pp. 794,
829–30; Ryan, Last Battle, pp. 141, 145–50, 154–61. For
the withdrawal from the Soviet zone, see Weinberg, A
World at Arms, p. 830.

12 On Montgomery’s hopes and plans to take Berlin,
see Ryan, Last Battle, pp. 135–36, 139–40, 165, 199–202,
206–07; Charles B. MacDonald, The Last Offensive. The
European Theater of Operations. United States Army in
World War II (Washington: Office of the Chief of Mili-
tary History, 1973), pp. 341–42, 480; on Eisenhower’s
attitude toward Berlin, ibid., pp. 339–42, 379, 384, 387,
395, 399, 405–06, 480, and Weinberg, A World at Arms,
pp. 813–14.

W e i g l e y

Summer 1995 / JFQ 45

Weigley Pgs  8/26/97 8:03 AM  Page 45


